
EDITORS’ NOTE A Kentucky native 
and graduate of Indiana University’s 
School of Business Administration, 
Hall Willkie oversees the Brown 
Harris Stevens Residential Sales 
Company, managing more than 
350 sales agents in New York City 
with sales in excess of $3.4 billion. 
He is a governor of the Real Estate 
Board of New York (REBNY) and 
serves on its board of directors. In 
1993, Willkie was honored with 
REBNY’s prestigious Henry Forster 
Memorial Award.

COMPANY BRIEF New York-based Brown 
Harris Stevens (www.brownharrisstevens.com), 
established in 1873, is a premier provider of res-
idential real estate services in New York. One of 
the oldest and largest real estate fi rms in the re-
gion, the company operates offi ces in New York 
City, the Hamptons, North Fork, and Palm Beach. 
Its operating divisions include residential sales, 
residential management, on-site marketing and 
sales, relocation, project marketing, appraisal 
and consulting, commercial sales, leasing and 
management, health care real estate, insurance 
services, and construction management.

Are you happy with Brown Harris Stevens’ 
growth despite the current economic down-
turn, and are you optimistic for the future?

it has been terrifi c, but the uncertainties 
on wall street have had an effect. primarily the 
confi dence of buyers is affected, and they have 
more questions. they want to know that the 
prices they’re being asked to pay are within the 
value of range that has been achieved. it’s a 
good time to work with professional brokers 
who can answer those questions.

Do you focus on a niche clientele, or is 
the market broader than that?

it’s broader. we focus on the high end, but 
we are a full-service company. currently, our 
average sale exceeds $3.5 million; however, 
we are equally attentive to clients at any price 
range.

Are you surprised to see certain areas 
of New York developing?

initially, i was surprised – the city was so 
defi ned, but that has changed. the concept of 
location has completely changed, which is great 
for the city.

Is standing out from the competition 

challenging in this industry, and 
does human contact really make 
the difference?

buying and selling residential real 
estate is a very personal thing – a lot 
of emotion goes with that. it’s differ-
ent from investing in commercial real 
estate. there are a lot of good players 

in this business, but what makes us distinct is 
that we’ve been here since 1873, we’re smaller, 
we’re focused, and we’re privately owned.

How has the role of broker shifted? 
Are young people excited about joining the 
business?

in the past, we rarely saw young people 
coming into our business, because it’s a com-
mission-based business. but the professionalism 
of the industry has changed, and we’re seeing a 
lot of young people come to us as a fi rst career. 
we’ve raised the standards of the industry tre-
mendously by working through rebny, which 
has been great.

How has technology changed the real 
estate business?

we’re an information business and a service 
business, and technology has had a huge impact. 
the web is our number one focus, because so 
many people use it. i don’t know how we func-
tioned before. i walk to work and i walk home, 
and i’m always on my blackberry – i don’t know 
how i would work if i didn’t have it. our business 
is very immediate. when people have questions, 
they need answers right away. technology has 
done a lot to help us be better at what we do.

How are you handling new property 
developments?

there are a lot of great new developments, 
and we’re expanding our business in that area. 
we started a new division called brown harris 
stevens select, for just this purpose.

How has the business expanded for 
you into other boroughs?

we have two offi ces in brooklyn – one in 
brooklyn heights and one in park slope – and 
they’re doing well. while the price levels are 
different from manhattan, the areas are prime 
locations and we tend to capture the high end 
in those markets as well.

Have deals become more complex 
today?

the more professional the broker, the bet-
ter he or she does. clients are more sophisti-
cated, the dollars are bigger, and the deals are 
more complex.

What makes Brown Harris Stevens a 
place where employees want to stay?

i have an open-door policy. i do not have 
a personal secretary, i have no guard at my gate, 
and i do not allow any sales executives to have 
guards at their gates. i look at the brokers as our 
clients, and my door needs to be open to them, 
because when they need me, they need me now. 
i am available at all hours as are the sales execu-
tives. the idea of not being available in a busi-
ness that requires immediacy doesn’t work.

How important is REBNY for you?
rebny couldn’t be more important. it has 

changed the industry’s standards and the way 
brokers work with each other – their profes-
sionalism, their ethics, everything. i’ve given my 
time to rebny and always will, as do many 
leaders – it is an integral part of our daily lives.

Is being research-oriented a key to 
success?

research is key. we have a fully dedicated 
chief economist providing information to our 
brokers, and therefore to our clients, about 
what’s happening in the market. that kind of 
research and information is one of the main 
reasons a lot of professional brokers come here 
and stay here. we provide them with the tools 
they need.

Are you focusing on certain areas to 
make sure the growth continues?

i focus on maintaining quality, and i spend 
a lot of time controlling our brand, because it’s so 
special. we are interested in growth that makes 
sense, but not growth for growth’s sake. 

Is this an industry that interested you 
early on?

i stumbled into this business in my mid-
20s, thinking it was part-time. From day one, i 
was working 16-hour days, seven days a week, 
and i’ve loved it ever since.•
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